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REORGANIZATION  OF 
RURAL  LOCAL  ADMINISTRATION 

IN  ALBERTA 


Renewed  interest  in  the  reorganization  of  municipal  districts 
has  shown  the  need  for  a  concise  general  outline  of  local  self- 
government  in  the  rural  areas  of  the  Province,  and  a  survey  to 
determine  whether  the  time  has  arrived  for  the  next  step  ahead. 

The  Department  of  Municipal  Affairs  for  the  past  ten  years 
has  given  considerable  thought  to  this  question  which  came  to 
a  head  in  1931  at  the  Annual  Convention  of  the  Alberta  Associa¬ 
tion  of  Municipal  Districts.  A  resolution  was  passed  at  that 
Convention  favouring  the  establishment  of  what  was  then  called 
“The  County  System  in  Alberta.”  The  resolution  requested  the 
Government  to  bring  such  a  system  into  effect  at  the  earliest 
possible  date.  It  was  left  with  the  Executive  of  the  Association 
to  discuss  the  resolution  with  the  Government  and  formulate 
some  plan  to  lay  before  the  next  Convention,  which  was  held  in 
November,  1932,  in  Calgary.  The  Government  delegated  to  the 
Department  of  Municipal  Affairs  the  duty  of  preparing  a  tenta¬ 
tive  scheme  to  be  submitted  to  the  Convention  in  November, 
1932,  which  is  composed  wholly  of  Reeves,  Councillors  and  Sec¬ 
retary-Treasurers ;  the  proposal  was  not  supported  by  a  majority 
of  the  delegates  present. 

The  data  gathered  by  the  Department  when  formulating 
the  previous  scheme  has  been  kept  intact  and  revised  and  added 
to  from  time  to  time,  and  further  study  of  this  question  has  been 
made  since  the  establishment  of  the  first  enlarged  School  Divi¬ 
sions  at  the  beginning  of  1937. 

No  reasonable  person  will  dispute  the  fact  that  the  outlook 
for  the  future  is  not  a  bright  one  so  far  as  governments  of  all 
kinds  are  concerned,  and  it  will  be  especially  difficult  for  local 
self-government  to  continue  functioning  efficiently  under  the 
present  set-up.  As  a  matter  of  fact  there  are  growing  numbers 
of  municipalities  who  find  it  increasingly  difficult  to  carry  on, 
and  unless  this  problem  is  attacked  vigorously  it  can  only  result 
in  the  Department  of  Municipal  Affairs  having  to  assume  the 
administration  of  more  and  more  districts,  which  is  not  desirable. 

THE  PAST 

A  review  of  local  self-government  in  Alberta  shows  that  as 
the  country  advanced  in  settlement  and  development  of  com¬ 
munication  systems,  the  tendency  has  been  to  enlarge  the  muni¬ 
cipal  unit  from  time  to  time.  The  original  unit  of  72  square 
miles  was  expanded  in  1907  to  a  unit  of  216  square  miles,  and 
again  in  1912  to  324  square  miles.  In  1907  the  Act  provided  for 
a  levy  of  not  less  than  1*4  cents  per  acre  and  not  more  than  5 
cents  per  acre,  which  meant  a  tax  of  from  $2.00  to  $8.00  per 


quarter  section  for  municipal  purposes.  Substantially  speaking 
this  was  the  last  general  expansion  of  the  municipal  unit  and 
during  this  period  we  have  seen  the  means  of  transportation 
change  from  the  horse-drawn  vehicle  to  the  motor-driven  vehicle. 

During  this  period  some  development  of  the  road  system 
took  place,  but  it  did  not  keep  pace  with  the  rapid  installation  of 
motor-driven  vehicles.  During  almost  all  of  the  period,  espec¬ 
ially  since  the  year  1925,  those  concerned  with  the  administration 
of  the  affairs  of  municipal  districts  have  spent  considerable  time 
and  made  exhaustive  studies  as  to  whether  the  time  had  not 
arrived  when  the  municipal  unit  should  be  again  expanded. 

In  April  of  1926  the  Government  appointed  an  Advisory 
Committee  on  Taxation,  and  public  meetings  were  held  in  the 
chief  centres  of  the  Province  to  which  were  invited  representa¬ 
tives  from  public  bodies,  individual  taxpayers,  to  present 
their  views  on  the  subjects  referred  to  the  Advisory  Committee. 
The  committee  presented  its  report  in  February,  1928,  and 
recommended  that  further  study  be  given  to  the  whole  of  the 
matters  referred  to  them,  and  since  that  time  attention  has  been 
given  to  the  question  by  various  associations  and  individuals. 
It  is  therefore  fair  to  state  that  the  following  conclusions  repre¬ 
sent  the  viewpoint  of  the  majority  of  the  ratepayers  and  their 
elected  representatives  in  the  rural  parts  of  this  Province.  Be¬ 
fore  proceeding  further  it  will  be  of  advantage  to  summarize  in 
as  concise  a  form  as  possible  the  situation  as  it  now  exists. 

THE  PRESENT 

At  the  moment  there  are  148  municipal  districts  admin¬ 
istered  by  793  councillors,  together  with  141  secretary-treasurers, 
all  of  whom  are  paid  officials.  In  addition  to  these  officials  there 
are  143  assessors,  whose  duties  are  not  in  all  cases  of  a  perman¬ 
ent  nature.  Quite  a  number  of  districts  employ  other  officials, 
such  as  tax  collectors,  road  commissioners,  relief  investigators, 
etc.  Eight  of  the  143  municipal  districts  previously  mentioned 
have  no  councils  as  their  affairs  are  managed  by  official  admin¬ 
istrators.  Each  municipality  maintains  a  separate  office,  to¬ 
gether  with  the  necessry  equipment  to  operate  the  same. 

THE  COUNCIL 

By  far  the  greatest  number  of  the  135  municipalities  ad¬ 
ministered  by  councils  have  six  councillors,  each  of  whom  is 
elected  by  those  entitled  to  vote  in  a  township  and  a  half  of  the 
municipal  district.  While  The  Municipal  District  Act  does  not 
contemplate  any  such  situation,  the  fact  is  the  large  majority 
of  our  municpial  districts  are  now  operated  as  six  small  munici¬ 
pal  districts,  some  districts  even  going  so  far  as  to  make  each 
division  (or  township  and  a  half)  stand  on  its  own  feet  for  road 
building,  social  services,  or  any  other  activity  for  which  the 
municipal  district  is  responsible.  One  reason  for  this  appears  to 
be  that  individual  councillors  some  into  very  close  touch  with  the 
ratepayers,  and  are  subject  to  neighbourhood  prejudice  and 
pressure.  This  forces  councillors  to  make  promises  which  in 
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many  cases  it  is  impossible  for  them  to  implement,  while  on  the 
other  hand  where  councillors  do  implement  their  promises  it 
results  in  the  municipal  district  becoming  more  and  more  in¬ 
volved  financially,  and  has  resulted  in  the  Department  having 
to  take  over  eight  municipalities  and  administer  the  same.  Pro¬ 
vision  exists  in  The  Municipal  District  Act  for  the  election  of 
councillors  at  large,  which  would  have  a  tendency  to  break  up 
the  divisional  idea  of  administrating  the  affairs  of  the  district, 
but  at  the  moment  only  three  councils  are  elected  in  this  manner. 
Generally  speaking,  a  great  majority  of  councillors  take  little 
or  no  interest  whatever  in  any  other  division  except  their  own, 
and  take  little  or  no  interest  in  any  other  matter  than  that  of 
building  and  maintaining  roads.  Councils  should  not  be  held 
entirely  responsible  for  this  situation  as  other  factors  previously 
mentioned  are  largely  responsible.  The  793  councillors  were 
paid  for  meetings,  mileage,  supervision,  etc.,  for  the  year  1940 : 


For  meetings  and  mileage . $  61,268.11 

For  supervision  and  mileage .  64,240.44 

Other  payments  .  10,014.69 


$135,523.24 

THE  SECRETARY-TREASURER 

Each  of  the  present  units  is  required  by  The  Municipal 
District  Act  to  appoint  a  secretary-treasurer,  whose  appoint¬ 
ment  is  subject  to  the  approval  of  the  Minister  of  Municipal 
Affairs.  Many  of  these  secretary-treasurers  are  well  along  in 
life  and  a  decided  turn-over  is  inevitable  within  the  next  few 
years,  as  the  average  age  is  now  in  the  neighbourhood  of  55  or 
56  years.  Ten  years  ago,  the  large  majority  of  municipalities 
were  able  to  get  along  with  one  office  man,  in  the  person  of  the 
secretary-treasurer,  his  main  duty  at  that  time  being  to  collect 
taxes  and  maintain  the  records  of  the  municipal  district.  Since 
that  time,  however,  the  secretary-treasurer  has  been  compelled 
to  take  on  other  duties  which  have  now  become  of  such  an 
onerous  nature  that  his  work  as  secretary-treasurer  has  become 
to  some  extent  of  a  secondary  nature.  Consequently  what 
used  to  be  his  main  sphere  of  action  has  been  pushed  in  the 
background,  and  in  a  large  number  of  cases  it  is  a  physical 
impossibility  for  the  secretary-treasurer  to  carry  out  his  duties 
as  secretary  and  also  as  treasurer  because  of  the  demands  made 
upon  his  time  by  relief  recipients,  medical  matters,  and  seed 
grain  issuances,  etc.  Many  of  these  men  are  working  long  hours 
and  circumstances  will  compel  municipal  councils  to  provide 
more  assistance  to  the  secretary-treasurer,  which  in  many  cases 
the  revenues  of  municipal  districts  are  not  adequate  to  provide. 
It  is  felt  that  such  matters  as  the  collection  of  taxes,  the  as¬ 
sessing  of  land,  interviews  with  relief  applicants,  old  age  pen¬ 
sioners,  mothers’  allowance,  etc.,  should  be  the  responsibility 
of  one  or  more  permanent  officials  of  the  municipal  district. 
While  the  duties  of  the  secretary-treasurer  have  greatly  in¬ 
creased,  the  average  salary  has  declined  from  approximately 
$1,600  in  1930  to  $1,488  in  1940.  The  total  cost  for  secretary- 
treasurers’  services  in  1940  totalled  $214,341.  Reference  is  made 
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later  on  to  the  fact  that  the  Department  finds  it  very  difficult 
to  lead  or  educate  so  many  assessors,  auditors  and  secretary- 
treasurers  along  any  particular  line. 

ROADS 

With  the  increasing  use  of  the  motor  vehicle  from  the  year 
1920  and  onwards,  municipal  councils  found  that  they  could  not 
keep  pace  with  the  road  problem  and  the  Government  was  ap- 
poached  for  assistance.  This  resulted  in  a  system  of  cash  road 
grants  disbursed  under  the  supervision  of  the  Department  of 
Public  Works,  and  resulted  in  a  system  of  main  highways  and 
market  roads.  It  also  resulted  in  a  long  range  policy,  so  far  as 
these  particular  roads  were  concerned,  of  connecting  up  various 
municipalities,  and  the  system  was  of  general  benefit  to  the 
whole  of  the  Province.  However,  the  same  development  did  not 
take  place  by  way  of  building  feeder  roads  to  these  main  high¬ 
ways  notwithstanding  the  fact  that  Chapter  48  of  the  Statutes 
of  1929  was  enacted,  the  title  of  this  Act  being  “The  Union  of 
Municipalities  Act,”  which  has  for  its  object  the  facilitation  of 
agreements  between  municipal  councils  for  the  collective  dis¬ 
charge  of  any  of  the  powers  and  functions  of  such  municipalities. 
The  Act  relates  to  all  or  any  of  the  following  matters,  namely: 

(1)  The  assessment  of  assessable  property. 

(2)  The  collection  of  taxes. 

(3)  The  construction,  repair  and  maintenance  of  roads  and 

work  incidental  thereto. 

(4)  The  relief  of  indigents. 

(5)  The  administration  of  any  duty  or  power  imposed  on 

or  given  to  the  council  of  any  municipality  by  any 

Statute. 

Wide  powers  were  given  by  the  Act  to  acquire  any  property, 
real  or  personal,  that  might  be  required  for  the  purpose  of 
carrying  out  any  work  authorized  by  any  agreement  entered 
into  by  the  contributing  councils.  Provision  has  existed  since 
1907  for  councils  to  co-operate  as  suggested  above  (see  Chapter 
11,  1907),  being  The  Local  Improvement  Act,  the  Section  is 
No.  44.  When  The  Rural  Municipality  Act,  being  Chapter  3  of 
1911-1912,  was  enacted,  a  similar  provision  for  co-operation 
between  municipalities  was  inserted  in  this  Act  (see  Section 
196  (9)).  When  The  Municipal  District  Act  was  enacted,  be¬ 
ing  Chapter  49  of  1918,  this  merely  changed  the  name  of  The 
Rural  Municipality  Act  and  made  some  slight  amendment  to 
the  same,  but  did  not  affect  Section  196  previously  mentioned. 
In  1926  the  above  Act  was  repealed  by  Chapter  41  of  that  year 
and  a  new  Municipal  District  Act  was  enacted,  and  Section 
118  dealing  with  the  question  of  co-operation  with  other  muni¬ 
cipal  districts  was  brought  into  the  Act  and  has  remained  un¬ 
changed  since  that  date.  However,  little  or  no  advantage  was 
ever  taken  of  either  of  these  Acts,  or  what  is  now  Section  118 
of  The  Municipal  District  Act.  This  is  probably  a  reason  why 
the  present  municipal  district  is  not  able  to  function  as  economi¬ 
cally  as  could  have  been  done  if  advantage  had  been  taken  of 
the  authority  set  out  above. 
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ROAD  MACHINERY 

Many  municipal  districts  own  large  tractors,  graders,  and 
other  machinery,  which  they  cannot  operate  economically  due 
to  lack  of  resources  after  the  municipality  has  taken  care  of  the 
many  demands  for  social  services  made  upon  them.  While 
this  fact  is  generally  admitted,  it  did  not  prevent  40  municipal 
districts  from  purchasing  road  machinery  in  the  year  1939, 
amounting  to  $266,566.00,  and  38  municipal  districts  in  1940 
expending  for  the  same  purpose  $186,711.29.  In  the  year  1929, 
this  being  the  year  that  power  machinery  for  road  building  was 
first  generally  introduced,  the  argument  was  used  that  the  intro¬ 
duction  of  this  machinery  would  do  away  almost  entirely  with 
the  pernicious  and  wasteful  system  of  building  roads  by  “work¬ 
ing  out”  taxes.  However,  this  argument  has  not  proved  to  be 
correct.  In  spite  of  the  introduction  of  power  machinery,  taxes 
are  “worked  out”  to  a  greater  extent  now  than  they  were  in  1929. 

ADVANTAGES  OF  PRESENT  UNIT 

The  advantages  claimed  for  the  present  small  unit  are  that 
the  ratepayer  is  in  quite  close  contact  with  the  councillor  for 
the  division,  and  that  the  councillor  has  intimate  knowledge  of 
all  matters  that  come  under  his  purview,  such  as  roads,  relief, 
etc.,  which  would  not  be  the  case  if  the  division  which  he  now 
represents  was  enlarged.  There  are  a  number  of  municipal 
districts  in  the  Province  which  are  functioning  satisfactorily 
under  the  present  system,  and  these  are  pointed  out  to  the  De¬ 
partment  as  evidence  that  the  present  system  is  satisfactory. 

Claims  are  also  made  that  the  office  work  of  the  present 
municipal  unit  can  be  handled  by  one  or  at  the  most  two  persons, 
at  an  average  cost  of  approximately  $1,800.00  per  year,  and  that 
if  the  unit  were  enlarged  the  office  expenses  would  be  very  much 
greater.  On  the  other  hand,  the  office  work  of  an  enlarged  unit 
would  cover  approximately  three  or  four  of  the  present  munici¬ 
pal  units  and  duplication  of  equipment,  etc.,  would  be  done 
away  with. 

DISADVANTAGES  OF  PRESENT  SYSTEM 

There  are  numerous  disadvantages  under  the  present  system, 
some  of  which  have  been  previously  mentioned. 

Time  has  proven  that  if  anything  of  an  untoward  nature 
occurs  under  the  present  unit,  such  as  a  hailstorm,  frost,  drought, 
or  a  grasshopper  plague,  almost  inevitably  the  small  unit  is  very 
hard  hit,  and  in  many  cases  has  great  difficulty  in  functioning, 
especially  if  this  occurs  over  a  period  of  two  or  three  years.  In 
an  enlarged  unit,  unless  the  hailstorm  or  other  drawbacks  were 
of  an  extremely  extensive  nature,  the  enlarged  unit  should  be 
able  to  carry  on  with  far  less  difficulty  than  the  small  one  can. 

Experience  shows  that  it  is  extremely  difficult  to  secure  a 
properly  equalized  valuation  of  the  rural  areas  of  this  Province 
under  the  present  system.  The  time  has  arrived  when  the 
assessor  has  become  a  very  important  factor  in  the  life  of  this 
Province,  since  he  is  the  official  who  is  primarily  responsible  for 
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the  fair  taxation  of  each  individual  ratepayer.  While  it  may 
not  be  apparent  that  the  assessor’s  work  has  any  bearing  on 
the  amount  of  taxes  a  person  is  called  upon  to  pay,  a  little 
thought  will  make  this  clear  and  will  indicate  why  the  assessor 
should  be  a  permanent  official  of  any  municipality.  The  present 
system  does  not  tend  to  build  up  a  reliable  body  of  men,  well 
versed  in  valuing  land  and  other  property,  and  capable  of  de¬ 
fending  their  valuation  before  a  Court  of  Revision,  or  the  As¬ 
sessment  Commission,  nor  does  the  present  system  assist  an 
experienced  assessor  in  his  work  for  a  reason  previously  men¬ 
tioned,  namely,  the  divisional  system  and  the  lack  of  interest 
by  the  average  councillor  in  any  other  division  except  his  own. 

The  Department  finds  it  very  difficult  to  lead  or  educate 
143  individuals  along  any  particular  line,  especially  with  regard 
to  uniformity  in  the  discharge  of  their  duties,  most  of  which  are 
based  on  statutory  requirements.  This  not  only  applies  to  as¬ 
sessors,  but  to  secretary-treasurers  as  well,  and  it  would  seem 
that  better  results  would  be  obtained  if  the  municipal  districts 
were  reduced  by  consolidation  from  their  present  number. 

GENERAL  CONCLUSIONS 

The  inability  of  a  large  number  of  taxpayers  to  contribute 
the  revenues  necessary  for  the  various  services  now  rendered 
by  a  municipality,  made  more  difficult  because  of  the  uniformly 
low  price  obtainable  for  agricultural  produce,  and  the  difficulty 
in  borrowing  money  except  at  enormous  sacrifices,  bring  into 
reality  the  need  for  exercising  the  utmost  economy  in  both  public 
and  private  life. 

The  Government  is  faced  with  the  fact  that  the  generally 
prevailing  prices  of  farm  produce  have  precluded  the  taxpayer 
from  meeting  his  obligations  and  legislation  has  been  enacted 
extending  the  utmost  possible  protection,  namely,  through  debt 
adjustment,  tax  consolidation,  remission  of  penalties  and  dis¬ 
counts  on  payments  of  current  taxes.  Experience  indicates  that 
these  measures  were  of  considerable  assistance. 

It  has  been  pointed  out  that  in  the  early  history  of  the 
Province,  municipally  speaking,  there  was  practically  no  tax. 
This  is  true,  but  there  was  little  or  no  service,  and  it  has  been 
contended  that  as  the  unit  grew  so  did  the  tax.  Equally  true, 
settlements  demanded  roads,  schools,  transportation,  telephones, 
and  the  like,  and  these  services  had  to  be  paid  for,  and  fear  has 
been  expressed  that  with  still  larger  units  there  would  still  be 
more  taxes.  It  is  felt,  however,  that  the  services  now  available 
are  reasonable  and  that  given  an  expansion  of  the  fields  of  taxa¬ 
tion  and  the  spreading  of  necessary  social  services  costs  over  a 
wider  area,  there  will  not  be  an  increase  but  should  be  a  decrease 
in  taxation,  to  say  nothing  of  the  greater  efficiency  of  a  co¬ 
ordinated  policy  of  road  construction,  including  at  the  same  time 
more  efficiency  in  matters  of  health,  schools,  hospital  and  other 
necessary  services. 

It  is  recognized  that  any  consolidation  which  may  be  formu¬ 
lated  may  be  criticized  from  various  personal,  sectional  or 
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community  viewpoints,  but  it  is  submitted  that  the  welfare  of 
the  rural  portions  of  this  Province  is  what  should  be  kept  in  mind. 

Possibly  the  institution  of  any  change  might  be  considered 
detrimental  in  some  instances,  but  taken  as  a  whole  the  advant¬ 
ages  gained  would  outweigh  the  disadvantages,  and  it  is  felt 
that  a  carefully  considered  scheme  would  bring  more  benefits  to 
all  ratepayers  than  are  received  under  the  present  system. 

There  are  certain  areas  in  the  Province  that  could  not 
function  under  any  scheme  either  under  the  present  small  unit 
or  an  enlarged  unit.  These  areas  through  sparse  settlement  and 
consequent  inability  to  pay  the  costs  which  local  self-government 
would  thrust  upon  them,  will  no  doubt  require  to  be  administered 
by  the  Department  of  Municipal  Affairs  for  some  considerable 
time.  On  the  one  hand,  there  are  areas  in  the  Province  which 
should  have  been  incorporated  as  municipal  districts  and  ad¬ 
ministering  their  own  affairs,  for,  in  some  cases  a  considerable 
number  of  years.  On  the  other  hand,  municipal  districts  have 
been  erected  in  the  past  that  should  have  never  been  given  local 
self-government,  as  they  did  not  possess  the  necessary  tax-paying 
ability  when  erected,  nor  do  they  at  the  present  moment.  Hav¬ 
ing  all  the  foregoing  in  mind  and  the  general  conclusions  here¬ 
with  arrived  at,  we  pass  on  to  “Reorganization/ ”  which  deals 
with  the  question  of  an  enlarged  unit  and  the  general  conclusions 
embodying  the  experience  gained  during  the  past  ten  years. 

REORGANIZATION 

Reform  of  local  government  should  have  two  chief  aims : 

(1)  That  of  reducing  the  cost  of  government  by  providing 

more  efficient  means  of  utilizing  the  funds  collected. 

(2)  That  of  equalizing  the  burden  of  taxation  and  equaliz¬ 

ing  the  benefits  derived  from  taxation. 

These  objectives  have  always  been  kept  foremost  in  the 
minds  of  the  officials  of  the  Department  dealing  with  the  re¬ 
organization  of  municipal  administration  in  the  Province. 

At  the  time  the  first  survey  already  referred  to  was  made 
by  the  Department  of  Municipal  Affairs  in  1931  it  became  evi¬ 
dent  that  Alberta  may  be  divided  into  the  following  economic 
areas : 

1.  Prairie,  which  has  been  subdivided  into  the  following: 

(a)  Where  the  average  annual  precipitation  is  reliable. 

(h)  Where  the  annual  average  precipitation  is  not  reliable. 
( c )  Irrigable  lands. 

2.  Park  lands. 

3.  Wooded  lands. 

4.  Foothills. 

5.  Peace  River  and  Grande  Prairie. 

6.  Undeveloped  or  more  or  less  unexplored  portions  comprising 

one-third  of  the  total  area  of  the  Province  situated  in  the 
northerly  part. 
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It  was  also  then  definitely  ascertained  that  municipal  bound¬ 
aries  should  be  established: 

(1)  On  economic  lines; 

(2)  On  township  lines  and  range  lines,  except  where  natural 

boundaries  would  be  more  practical; 

(3)  So  that  localities  that  have  a  common  interest  would  be 

grouped  in  the  same  area ; 

(4)  So  that  the  administrative  centre  would  be  accessible. 

The  enlarged  unit  is  simply  an  enlarged  municipal  district 
formed  by  the  merging  of  two  or  more  of  the  present  municipal 
and  improvement  districts.  Where  possible,  districts  will  be 
merged  in  their  entirety  although  in  some  cases  it  may  be  neces¬ 
sary  to  divide  a  district. 

The  enlarged  unit  will  vary  in  size  according  to  the  nature 
of  the  country  and  its  state  of  development.  The  primary  pur¬ 
pose  of  the  enlarged  unit  is  to  create  an  area  which  can  more 
efficiently  spend  the  taxpayers’  money,  resulting  in  a  lowering 
of  the  cost  of  government;  and  secondly  to  obtain  the  equaliza¬ 
tion  of  the  tax  burden  as  well  as  the  equalization  of  the  benefits 
to  be  derived  from  taxation.  The  accomplishment  of  the  first 
is  obtained  through  the  centralization  of  administration,  road 
machinery  and  road  policies.  The  second  will  be  obtained  by  a 
more  uniform  assessment  over  the  enlarged  area  and  by  spread¬ 
ing  the  costs  of  government  over  a  greater  number  of  people 
and  over  a  wider  area. 

The  cost  of  administration  in  municipal  districts  does  not 
vary  in  the  same  ratio  as  the  productivity  of  the  district  and 
its  ability  to  pay  and  apart  from  this  the  percentage  of  the 
cost  of  such  services  as  old  age  pensions,  mothers’  allowance, 
child  welfare,  indigent  relief,  etc.,  is  the  same  in  poor  as  well 
as  good  districts.  The  result  of  this  is  illustrated  below  in  a 
comparison  between  a  good  and  well  established  district  and  a 
district  where  the  lands  are  not  so  productive  and  where  settle¬ 
ment  has  largely  taken  place  during  the  last  twenty  years : 

M.  D.  of  Clear  Lake,  No.  129 
Average  assessment  per  acre . $13.93 

Mun.  mill  rate  (1940)  7  mills . 007 — 9.75c  per  acre,  or 

$15.60  per  quarter  section 

M.  D.  of  Bonnyville,  No.  572 
Average  assessment  per  acre . $5.74 

Mun.  mill  rate  (1940)  25  mills . 025 — 14.35c  per  acre,  or 

$22.96  per  quarter  section 

Therefore,  land  with  an  average  value  of  $5.74  per  acre  must 
meet  a  levy  of  $22.96  per  quarter  for  municipal  purposes, 
whereas  land  with  an  average  value  of  $13.93  per  acre  meets  a 
levy  of  $15.60  per  quarter  section  for  municipal  purposes. 

It  is  considered  that  the  amalgamation  of  some  of  the  pres¬ 
ent  municipal  districts  will  have  the  effect  of  distributing  the 
costs  over  more  people  and  larger  areas  which  should  result  in 
a  lower  cost  of  government  in  those  districts  which  need  it. 


11 


WHY  ENLARGE  THE  MUNICIPAL  UNIT? 

Because  those  charged  with  the  establishment  of  local  self- 
government  in  pioneer  rural  areas  had  in  mind  the  existing 
means  of  transportation  and  communication,  it  was  necessary 
that  centralization  of  local  affairs  should  be  by  small  govern¬ 
mental  units. 

The  enlargement  of  the  unit  of  local  self-government  will 
keep  pace  with  the  progress  of  the  present  day.  Roads,  tele¬ 
phones,  radios  are  no  longer  desirable,  they  are  necessities.  Very 
few  districts  are  isolated  to-day. 

WHAT  BENEFITS  WILL  THE  TAXPAYER  RECEIVE? 

(a)  Merging  of  several  small  units  will  eliminate  dupli¬ 
cation  of  personnel  expense  and  effort.  Fewer  offices  will  be 
required.  Fewer  councillors  will  hold  office.  Fewer  secretary- 
treasurers  will  be  needed,  although  it  might  be  mentioned  here 
that  each  secretary-treasurer  will  need  a  full-time  assistant  as 
well  as  a  stenographer.  Purchases  being  made  to  meet  the 
requirements  of  three  or  more  of  the  present  municipal  districts, 
can  no  doubt  be  made  more  economically  than  for  one  of  the 
present  units. 

( b )  Consolidation  of  governmental  units  will  broaden  the 
tax  basis  and  equalize  the  tax  burdens  between  the  various  areas 
and  will  distribute  the  cost  of  government  over  wider  areas  and 
larger  numbers  of  people. 

(c)  Assessments  being  done  over  the  enlarged  area  by  one 
man  will  reflect  his  judgment  and  should  do  more  to  equalize  the 
tax  burden.  Assessment  of  the  present  municipal  districts  has 
not  been  all  that  is  desired.  It  is  rather  difficult  to  impress  on 
all  the  councils  the  necessity  for  an  accurate  and  careful  assess¬ 
ment;  in  many  cases,  the  appointment  is  given  to  some  man 
whose  qualifications  are  not  as  high  as  they  might  be,  and  to 
whom  they  tender  a  modest  amount  for  his  work.  The  assess¬ 
ment  of  the  enlarged  district  will  be  a  job  that  will  require  men 
of  better  qualifications  and  to  whom  a  proper  fee  should  be  paid. 

Equalization  over  the  Province  will  be  better  determined 
when  dealing  with  about  50  to  60  units  rather  than  143  as  at 
present. 


PUBLIC  WORKS 

Roads  instead  of  being  located  to  serve  some  small  area 
will  be  located  with  the  broader  outlook  to  co-ordinating  with 
adjoining  areas  and  with  the  provincial  scheme  of  highways. 

The  high  speed  of  motor  vehicles,  especially  the  loaded 
truck,  make  a  heavy  demand  on  any  road.  It  is  no  longer 
possible  to  construct  an  improved  road  without  proper  design. 
Roads  must  be  designed  with  a  view  to  permanency. 

The  present  municipal  districts  have  large  sums  of  money 
invested  in  road  machinery  which  is  used  only  for  short  periods 
during  the  year.  The  enlarged  unit  will  be  able  to  use  the 
machinery  available  in  a  much  more  economical  manner  owing 
to  having  greater  resources. 
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GENERAL  CONCLUSIONS 

The  development  of  our  Province  has  been  exceedingly 
rapid.  In  the  short  space  of  36  years  we  have  endeavoured  to 
provide  ourselves  with  buildings,  schools,  roads,  bridges,  etc., 
which  has  taken  the  older  provinces  about  a  hundred  years  or 
more  to  attain.  Local  self-government  in  its  present  form  in  the 
Province  is  less  than  30  years  old  and  was  largely  brought  about 
by  the  desire  of  having  the  development  of  local  roads  in  the 
hands  of  local  people.  During  the  past  10  years  the  problems  of 
relief,  hospitalization,  and  social  service  have  been  such  a  bur¬ 
den,  especially  to  the  small  municipal  district,  with  its  limited 
resources,  that  a  large  number  are  finding  it  difficult  to  meet 
their  obligations  without  resorting  to  excessive  taxation  and 
consequent  confiscation  of  property.  No  one  will  suggest  that 
the  enlarged  unit  will  be  a  cure  for  all  problems,  but  it  is  felt 
that  it  can  be  made  a  more  efficient  and  economical  unit.  Agri¬ 
cultural  practice  has  advanced  as  scientific  knowledge  and 
methods  became  known.  The  ultimate  aim  being  to  bring  the 
cost  of  production  to  a  minimum  and  to  increase  production,  or, 
in  other  words,  to  increase  the  efficiency  of  the  farm.  Is  it  not 
apparent  that  it  is  time  for  some  change  in  local  governmental 
organization  in  order  to  increase  its  efficiency?  It  seems  doubt¬ 
ful  that  the  present  restricted  unit  would  ever  have  been  set  up 
had  those  charged  with  that  duty  been  able  to  foresee  the  extent 
of  services  now  rendered. 

A  comparison  of  populations  as  at  the  time  of  erection  of 
the  present  municipal  districts  and  at  the  time  of  the  last  Domin¬ 
ion  census  returns,  is  interesting: 

1911— 

Rural  . . . 236,633 

Urban  . . . 137,662 


374,295 

1936— 

Rural  . 486,335 

Urban  . 286,447 


772,782 

It  will  be  observed  the  rural  population  doubled  between  the 
time  of  the  erection  of  the  municipal  units  and  the  present  time. 
It  is,  therefore,  obvious  that  no  one  could,  in  the  year  1912,  fore¬ 
cast  what  the  population  of  the  Province  would  be  in  the  year 
1940,  and  how  it  would  be  distributed.  Hence,  the  division  of  the 
Province  into  municipal  districts  in  the  year  1912  was  an  arbit¬ 
rary  division  based  apparently  on  the  assumption  that  the  future 
population  would  be  spread  more  or  less  uniformly  over  the 
Province.  Time  has  proven  the  assumption  incorrect.  Mixed 
farming  areas  will  support  a  much  larger  population  than  a 
district  which  is  given  over  entirely  to  the  growing  of  wheat. 
In  the  area  around  Edmonton,  the  average  sized  farm  is  224 
acres;  whereas  in  an  area  centering  on  High  River  the  average 
sized  farm  is  613  acres. 

Comment  has  been  made  earlier  in  this  booklet  of  the  fact 
that  certain  areas  were  incorporated  as  municipalities  which 
later  experience  showed,  should  never  have  been  erected.  It  has 
been  proven  in  many  parts  of  the  Province  that  an  area  of  160 
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acres  is  not  a  satisfactory  farm  unit.  This  is  particularly  true  in 
the  large  grain  growing  areas  where  strip  farming  is  considered 
essential  to  good  farm  practice.  The  successful  farmer  has  in¬ 
creased  his  holdings  and  mechanized  his  farm  in  order  that  he 
may  more  efficiently  operate  the  same.  In  a  like  manner  the 
small  municipal  unit  is  not  the  satisfactory  economic  unit  it  once 
was.  Good  roads,  the  automobile,  radio,  telephone,  etc.,  have 
shattered  distance  to  such  an  extent  that  the  proposed  large 
unit  is  in  effect  closer  to  the  people  than  the  small  unit  was  at 
the  time  of  its  inception.  Attention  at  this  point  might  be  drawn 
to  what  are  now  described  as  the  “Special  Areas,”  which  former¬ 
ly  comprised  a  number  of  municipalities.  Settlement  here  was 
very  rapid  and  fairly  dense  and  for  a  number  of  years  some  of 
the  biggest  grain  crops  ever  produced  in  the  Province  were 
grown  in  these  areas.  Time  has  since  shown  that  they  were 
unable  to  function,  on  the  ordinary  basis,  and  they  have  since 
been  disorganized. 

Although  legislation  made  provision  for  municipalities  to 
come  to  an  understanding  with  each  other,  no  advantage  appears 
to  have  been  taken  of  it,  nor  has  there  been  any  voluntary  co¬ 
ordinating  of  any  part  of  the  work  with  a  view  to  reducing  the 
general  overhead  for  any  purpose  as  between  any  two  or  more 
municipal  districts. 

LEGISLATION 

There  are  practically  no  changes  required  in  legislation  as 
it  is  the  intention  to  work  under  the  present  Act,  and  such 
changes  as  may  be  necessary  will  be  those  required  for  the 
purpose  of  taking  care  of  any  difficulties  that  might  arise  dur¬ 
ing  the  transition  period.  Possibly  some  legislation  may  be 
needed  to  deal  with  the  question  of  adjusting  assets  and  liabili¬ 
ties  where  the  boundaries  of  any  unit  was  split.  As  it  stands, 
legislation  will  not  be  necessary  where  present  units  making  up 
the  enlarged  unit  are  entirely  brought  within  the  bounds  of 
such  enlarged  unit. 

The  proposal  is  to  have  the  municipal  inspector  for  the 
territory  concerned  deal  with  the  question  of  adjusting  assets 
and  liabilities  and  should  any  difficulty  arise  in  this  connection 
arrangements  will  be  made  for  a  reference  to  some  board  such 
as  the  Alberta  Assessment  Commission.  It  is  the  intention  to 
set  up  as  a  preliminary  at  least  two  of  the  proposed  areas,  and 
from  these  no  doubt  valuable  information  will  be  derived  which 
will  be  useful  for  the  guidance  of  the  rest  of  the  Province. 

For  electoral  purposes  a  unit  may  be  divided  into,  say,  from 
three  to  eight  wards,  from  each  of  which  one  councillor  will  be 
elected.  The  elected  body  should  be  in  the  main  an  administra¬ 
tive  one  dealing  principally  with  matters  arising  out  of  policy. 
It  will  fix  the  rates  at  which  tax  levies  will  be  set  and  will  also 
approve  the  amount  of  all  expenditures  made. 

TRAINED  OFFICIALS 

Permanent  officials  should  be  men  of  integrity  and  ability, 
known  throughout  the  area  in  which  they  will  work.  They 
should  also  be  versed  in  municipal  accounting  and  law.  No 
person  inexperienced  in  the  administration  of  a  municipality 
should  be  allowed  to  assume  the  office  of  secretary-treasurer  or 
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auditor  of  a  municipal  district,  and  the  regulations  governing 
these  appointments  should  be  made  more  stringent,  or  an  exam¬ 
ination  required. 

Council  should  interpret  policy  under  the  Act  rather  than 
attempt  to  carry  matters  into  effect  themselves  and  should  allo¬ 
cate  routine  duties  to  some  properly  constituted  officer. 

With  the  greater  volume  of  business  and  the  larger  sums 
of  money  involved  it  is  quite  obvious  all  business  will  have  to 
be  dealt  with  on  a  systematic  basis,  and  each  day’s  business 
attended  to  promptly,  as  on  an  average  the  larger  unit  will  be 
responsible  for  the  levying  and  collecting  of  taxes  well  in  excess 
of  two  hundred  thousand  dollars  annually. 

The  location  of  the  office  will  be  as  at  present  at  a  point 
selected  by  the  council  and  subject  to  ministerial  approval.  Some 
thought  will  require  to  be  given  to  accessibility  and  any  other 
facilities  which  may  be  required  for  the  running  of  the  business. 

ROADS 

In  the  case  of  district  roads  which  will  be  developed  with 
a  view  to  co-ordinating  with  adjoining  districts,  it  may  be  neces¬ 
sary  that  each  district  will  require  to  have  the  location  approved 
by  the  Minister  of  Public  Works  before  commencing  construc¬ 
tion.  With  the  larger  amount  of  funds  available  in  the  enlarged 
unit,  it  will  be  necessary  for  the  elected  body  to  see  that  these 
funds  are  spent  economically,  consequently  a  comprehensive  road 
system  will  have  to  be  adopted,  which  will  serve  the  greatest 
number  and  develop  the  district  to  its  best  advantage. 

Consolidation  of  existing  school  districts  into  school  divi¬ 
sions  has  been  effected.  Consideration  can,  however,  still  be 
given  and  should  be  given  to  the  matter  of  synchronizing  the 
boundaries  with  those  of  the  enlarged  municipal  unit  and  it 
might  be  as  well  to  mention  here  the  matter  of  municipal  hos¬ 
pital  district  boundaries.  The  boundaries  of  both  school  and 
municipal  hospital  districts  should,  so  far  as  possible,  conform 
to  the  boundaries  of  the  enlarged  municipal  unit.  If  this  is  done, 
it  will  have  the  effect  of  simplifying  all  the  money  functions  of 
not  only  the  school  division  but  that  of  the  municipal  hospital 
district.  Some  thought  might  be  given  to  having  a  member  of 
the  elective  council  sit  as  a  member  of  the  respective  boards. 
Such  an  arrangement  should  maintain  a  close  contact  between 
the  bodies  that  require  services  and  the  body  that  provides  the 
funds,  namely,  the  enlarged  municipal  unit. 

The  council  may  require  additional  powers  by  legislation 
to  deal  with  problems  which  arise  in  hamlets  similar  to  the 
powers  now  enjoyed  by  a  town  or  village  council. 

It  should  be  remembered  that  there  is  a  considerable  por¬ 
tion  of  this  Province  which  is  under  the  jurisdiction  and  control 
of  the  Special  Areas  Board,  which  does  not  enter  into  this 
question  of  enlarging  units,  and  any  reference  in  this  booklet 
to  an  enlarged  unit  must  be  read  as  having  no  reference  to  the 
Special  Areas  as  now  set  up  and  under  the  jurisdiction  of  the 
Special  Areas  Board. 

An  endeavour  is  made  in  the  following  comparison  to  show 
what  may  be  accomplished  in  the  way  of  lowering  the  costs  of 
government.  However,  it  must  be  pointed  out,  that  the  elected 
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body,  i.e.y  the  reeve  and  councillors,  determine  the  administrative 
policy  of  the  municipal  unit.  It  is  they  that  authorize  all  expen¬ 
ditures  and  they  alone  are  responsible  for  the  financial  condition 
of  the  unit.  The  figures  in  the  first  column  of  the  statement 
below  are  taken  from  the  1940  auditors’  financial  statement  of 
three  districts  that  may  be  grouped  as  a  large  unit.  The  figures 
in  the  second  column  are  estimated  and  indicate  what  savings 
in  administrative  costs  might  be  made  if  these  three  districts 
were  united. 

The  following  facts  should  be  borne  in  mind  when  con¬ 
sidering  the  comparison  re  the  secretary-treasurers’  salaries: 


District  A — Secretary-treasurer’s 

salary  . 

. $1,200.00 

District  B — Secretary-treasurer’s 

salary  . 

.  1,650.00 

District  C — Secretary-treasurer’s 

salary  . 

.  950.00 

Total . 

. $3,800.00 

As  the  average  salary  is  $1,488.00,  it  will  be  seen  that  two  of  the 

secretary-treasurers  are  well  below  the  average. 

Actual  Cost  of 

Estimated  Cost 

Administration 

in  Enlarged 

in  1940 

Unit 

Secretary-treasurer  . 

. $  3,800.00 

$  2,400.00 

Assistant  . 

.  600.00 

1,000.00* 

Assessor  . . . 

.  70.60 

Stenographer  . 

600.00 

Bond  . 

.  72.00 

40.00t 

Audit  . . . 

.  345.00 

400.00 

Election  . . . 

.  159.42 

200.00 

Legal  . 

.  86.00 

50.00 

L.  T.  O . 

.  462.00 

360.00 

Postage  . . . . . 

.  458.02 

480.00 

Printing  and  stationery  . 

.  1,259.44 

1,000.00 

Rent  . . . . . . 

.  261.00 

330.00 

Office  expense  . . . . . 

.  141.67 

150.00 

Telephone  . . 

.  199.35 

150.00 

Delegates  . . . 

. .  181.15 

100.00 

Collectors’  fees  . . . . . 

.  377.71 

Association  fees  . . . 

.  25.00 

20.00 

Councillors’  fees  (meetings) . 

...........  1,543.19 

840.001 

Other  payments  to  councillors . 

919.80 

500.00 

Sundry  . 

.  445.67 

300.00 

Insurance  . 

.  16.85 

70.00 

$11,423.87 

$  8,990.00 

’•'Assessor-collector,  t Amount  $10,000.  including  reeve  special. 

Actual  cost  of  three  small  units . $11,423.87 

Estimated  cost  of  enlarged  unit .  8,990.00 


Actual  cost  of  three  small  units . $11,423.87 

Estimated  cost  of  enlarged  unit .  8,990.00 

Estimated  saving  . $  2,433.87 


It  should  again  be  pointed  out  that  this  estimated  saving 
depends  entirely  on  the  policy  of  the  council.  It  may  be  increased 
with  careful  management  or  on  the  other  hand  an  inefficient 
council  may  increase  the  cost  to  an  amount  in  excess  of  the 
amount  required  for  this  purpose  in  1940  by  the  three  small 
districts. 

Another  example,  taken  from  a  different  part  of  the  Prov¬ 
ince,  is  given  below.  This  area  would  include  three  of  the  most 
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thickly  populated  municipal  districts,  one  of  which  has  no  council, 
its  affairs  being  managed  by  an  official  administrator.  It  should 
be  noted  that  in  this  grouping  the  combined  salaries  closely 
approximate  the  average  for  the  Province,  which  is  $1,488.00. 

The  following  facts  should  be  borne  in  mind  when  consider¬ 
ing  the  comparison  re  the  secretary-treasurers’  salaries : 


District  D — Secretary-treasurer’s  salary  . $1,200.00 

District  E — Secretary-treasurer’s  salary  and  asst...., .  1,700.00 

District  F — Secretary-treasurer’s  salary  .  1,700.00 


$4,600.00 


Secretary-treasurer  . 

Assistant  . 

Assessor  . 

Stenographer  . 

Bond  . 

Audit  . 

Elections  . 

Legal  . 

L.  T.  O.  . . . . 

Postage  . 

Printing  . 

Stationery  . 

Rent  . 

Seizure  . 

Exchange  . 

Insurance  . 

Office  expense  . 

Telephone  . 

Delegates  . 

Collectors’  fees  . 

Association  fees  . 

Councillors’  meetings  . 

Other  payments  to  councillors 
Sundry  . . . 


Actual  Cost  of 
Administration 
in  1940 

. $  4,589.00 

47.00 

95.00 


92.00 

520.00 

126.00 

226.00 

510.00 

409.00 

215.00 

895.00 

25.00 

371.00 

99.00 

138.00 

562.00 

309.00 

166.00 


80.00 

1,214.00 

233.00 

163.00 


Estimated  Cost 
in  Enlarged 
Unit 
$  2,400.00 
1,000.00 


600.00 

80.00* 

450.00 

250.00 

250.00 

500.00 

630.00 

250.00 

750.00 


300.00 

30.00 

60.00 

150.00 

150.00 

100.00 


20.00 
840. OOt 
400.00 
350.00 


$11,084.00  $  9,560.00 


*Amount  $20,000.  tlncluding  reeve  special. 


Actual  cost  of  three  small  units . $11,084.00 

Estimated  cost  of  enlarged  unit .  9,560.00 

Estimated  saving  . $  1,524.00 


It  should  again  be  pointed  out  that  this  estimated  saving 
depends  entirely  on  the  policy  of  the  council.  It  may  be  increased 
with  careful  management  or  on  the  other  hand  an  inefficient 
council  may  increase  the  cost  to  an  amount  in  excess  of  the 
amount  required  for  this  purpose  in  1940  by  the  three  small 
districts. 

It  seems  natural  to  conclude,  when  the  rural  municipal 
history  of  the  Province  is  reviewed,  that  as  the  changes  men¬ 
tioned  in  the  earlier  part  of  this  publication  have  worked  to  the 
advantage  of  the  people  of  the  Province,  the  proposed  change 
to  larger  areas  will  prove  equally  advantageous  and  there 
appears  no  reason  why  the  Province  should  not,  municipally 
speaking,  continue  its  favourable  progress. 


